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"FIRST     THINGS     FIRST 

"O  God,  thou  art  my  God; 
early  will  I  seek  thee* . .  " 
(Psalm  63:1) 


"O  God,  thou  art  my  God;  early  will  I  seek  thee, ,  ." 
Thus  begins  one  of  the  best  loved  portions  of  the  Bible,  the 
63rd  Psalm-    It  was  John  Donne,  no  less,  who  said  "The 
spirit  and  soul  of  the  whole  Book  of  Psalms  is  contracted  in- 
to this  Psalm,"    The  caption  above  this  poem  describes  it 
as  "A  Psalm  of  David  when  he  was  in  the  Wilderness  of 
Judah, "    If  this  be  accurate  then  David  likely  wrote  the 
Psalm  in  that  frantic  period  when  he  was  forced  to  flee  from 
Absalom  his  son.    If  the  Psalm  is  of  later  origin  it  was  prob- 
ably written  in  Babylon  by  one  of  Judahss  exiled  kings . 

The  63rd  Psalm  is  exceptional  because  it  contains 
no  petitions*    It  doesn't  ask  God  for  anything  1    Instead,  it 
rings  with  resolution  and  determination.    For  this  reason, 
along  with  many  others,  it  is  well  suited  to  guide  our  medi- 
tation on  the  first  Sunday  of  the  new  year. 

Look  with  me  at  the  resolution  in  the  very  first  verse: 
"O  God,  thou  art  my  God;  early  will  I  seek  thee, . . "    Who- 
ever the  writer  might  have  been  it  is  clear  that  God  for  him 
was  a  first  resource,  and  not  a  last  resort;  a  forethought 
and  not  an  afterthought;  one  whose  place  was  at  the  beginning 
of  things,  not  at  the  end  in  some  pious  postscript  dragged  in 
for  appearance  sakec    God  was  to  be  early  and  earnestly 
sought. 


It  is  good  to  seek  God  early  -  early  in  the  year.    Life 
is  too  much  like  one  of  those  continuous  performance  movie 
houses  that  we  have  in  New  York  City,    One  experience  fol- 
lows hard  upon  another,  so  that  our  spirits  yearn  for  an  in- 
termission, a  time  out.    Such  a  time  is  given  us  as  the  old 
year  passes  and  the  new  begins. 


As  the  years  roll  on  we  become  increasingly  sensi- 
tive to  the  brevity  of  life.    Perhaps  our  revelry  on  New 
Yearfs  Eve  is  a  thinly  veiled  attempt  to  hide  our  melancholy 
that  this  is  so.    Large  questions  loom  if  only  we  will  let 
them:    To  what  am  I  really  giving  myself?    What  are  my 
goals  ?    When  the  record  of  my  life  is  fully  written  what  will 
it  ail  add  up  to  ?    In  the  year  ahead  do  I  need  to  do  more  of 
the  same  only  better?    Or  do  I  need  entirely  new  directions 
at  certain  points  ? 

It  is  urgent  that  we  hold  ourselves  open  to  divine  re- 
view early  in  the  year,  that  we  measure  our  priorities  by 
what  we  know  of  God  as  He  has  declared  Himself  in  Scripture 
and  in  the  life  of  His  only  son  Jesus  Christ. 

Even  the  wisest  of  us  has  been  unduly  influenced  by 
mis  proportioned  news  and  hoopla  „    Most  cars  that  come  off 
the  assembly  lines  these  days  have  a  device  that  enables  the 
driver  to  dim  down  oncoming  lights  from  behind.    The  Volvo 
people  call  this  device  on  their  cars  an  "anti -dazzle  mirror,  n 
As  one  year  passes  and  a  new  is  born,  we  can  hold  our  lives 
open  to  the  truth  of  God,  so  that  the  glare  of  man's  fluores- 
cent lights  might  be  dimmed  enough  to  permit  us  to  see  the 
stars  and  know  where  we  are  going. 

The  New  York  Times  is  a  model  publication  for  lots 
of  newspapers  around  the  country.     Every  night  the  wire 
services  carry  to  hundreds  of  newspapers  in  this  country  a 
description  of  how  The  New  York  Times  will  play  the  news 
on  the  front  page  the  following  day.    It  is  assumed  that  if 
The  Times  gives  a  two  or  three  column  lead  to  a  particular 
happening,,  a  little  newspaper  in  Montana  would  not  be  wrong 
doing  likewise.    But  even  the  finest  of  our  newspapers  mis- 
piay  the  news  occasionally  and  accord  fourth-rate  events 
first-rate  coverage.     Every  now  and  then  we  must  come 
quiet  before  God  to  see  whether  what  matters  most  to  us  is 
of  divine  or  human  origin. 

Eighteen  years  ago  last  fail  a  small  Sunday  School 
outside  the  City  of  Philadelphia  decided  that  the  youngsters 
of  that  church  should  do  more  than  trick-or-treat  on  Hallo- 
ween.   It  was  suggested,   instead,  that  they  knock  on  neigh- 
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borhood  doors  and  ask  for  a  contribution  for  the  needy  chil- 
dren of  the  world.    The  AP  and  UP  wire  services  ignored 
this  experiment.    It  was  not  covered  in  the  Philadelphia  news- 
papers.   It  was  not  talked  about  on  any  of  the  radio  stations 
of  Philadelphia.    But  here,  eighteen  years  after  that  small 
beginningjUNICEF  is  a  large  reality  in  our  world.    This  year's 
Halloween  offering  amounted  to  some  three  million  dollars. 
O  God,  thou  art  my  God;  early  in  the  year  will  I  seek  thee 


It  is  good  to  seek  God  early  -  early  in  our  troubles. 
A  lawyer  told  me  recently  that  many  people  bring  unneces- 
sary pressures  on  themselves  and  their  attorneys  because 
they  do  not  seek  legal  counsel  early.    I  have  a  friend  who  is 
living  comfortably  now  with  incipient  glaucoma.    Had  he 
waited  six  months  more  to  see  an  ophthalmologist  his  sight 
today  would  be  in  jeopardy.    Engineers  nowadays  speak  of 
"preventive  maintenance,"    We  are  told  that  automobiles  and 
appliances  will  yield  years  of  trouble-free  service  if  they 
are  properly  maintained,    My  question,  then  is  why  do  we 
human  beings  wait  so  long  when  trouble  comes  to  turn  to  God? 
When  we  find  ourselves  veering  off  into  a  questionable  atti- 
tude, relationship  or  habit,  why  do  we  tend  to  shy  away  from 
God  until  our  difficulties  take  on  catastrophic  proportions  ? 

Frequently  we  are  drop-outs  from  God  and  the  church 
at  the  very  time  when  we  need  God  and  the  church  most  of 
all.    Over  the  years  it  has  been  my  pastoral  practice  to  seek 
out  people  who  were  gradually  receding,  if  not  exiting,  from 
the  church.    There  are  all  sorts  of  reasons  why  people  drop 
out.    But  it  often  escapes  us  that  many  people  drop  out  be- 
cause they  feel  that  they  will  not  be  welcome  in  the  church 
until  they  have  resolved  their  moral  dilemna  or  overcome 
their  doubt.    (It  would  be  hard  to  say  what  kind  of  preaching 
and  what  kind  of  "fellowship"  would  give  rise  to  such  an  im- 
age of  the  church).    The  usual  response  is,  "I  won't  be  there 
for  a  while,  but  once  I  get  my  troubles  worked  out  I'll  be 
back."    This  is  like  saying  to  a  doctor  or  a  hospital,  "I  won't 
be  by  just  now  because  I'm  sick,  but  when  I'm  better  I'll 
come  around. 
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In  every  church  there  are  men  and  women  who  com- 
mend themselves  to  us  as  those  who  could  priest  us  in  a  time 
of  trouble.    It  is  precisely  when  we  are  drifting  into  wrong 
attitudes,  questionable  relationships  and  dubious  habits  that 
we  should  seek  such  priesting  out.    To  go  our  stubborn  ways 
on  the  assumption  that  come  the  eleventh  hour  God  will  bail 
us  out  is  to  be  guilty  of  what  the  Bible  calls  "presumptuous 
sin."    I  once  heard  a  man  solemnly  declare  that  there  is  no 
offering  of  pardon  in  the  Old  Testament  for  presumptuous 
sin.    Our  folly  can  always  be  redeemed  but  its  consequences 
cannot  be  annulled.    O  God,  thou  art  my  God;  early  in  my 
troubles  will  I  seek  thee. . . 


It  is  good  to  seek  God  early  -  early  in  the  day.  The 
devotional  aspect  of  Christian  living  is    widely  scorned 
these  days.    Devotional  literature,  within  and  without  the 
church,   is  currently  suffering  from  a  depressed  market. 
But  these  facts  may  say  more  about  us  than  they  say  about 
the  importance  of  cultivating  the  inner  man.    After  ail,  a 
generation  that  is  known  for  its  frayed  nerves,   its  mental 
breakdowns,  its  colossal  boredom  and  its  assorted  addictions; 
is  hardly  in  a  position  to  pronounce  on  the  worthwhileness  of 
the  devotional  life. 

In  our  eagerness  to  be  marked  present  at  the  various 
action  points  of  history  we  have  failed  to  keep  in  touch  with 
the  sources  of  our  life.    We  have  played  loose  with  the  tran- 
scendent.   And  it  may  very  well  be  that  the  ultimate  sin  is 
the  refusal  of  the  transcendent.    But  what  contribution  can 
a  man  make  to  the  world  at  large  or  to  men  and  women  about 
him  if  the  self  within  is  a  dull  dreary  shell  of  what  it  might 
have  been.    It  has  been  wisely  pointed  out  that  men  must  go 
somewhere  new  inside  if  the  world  is  to  go  somewhere  new 
outside. 

It  is  God  who  feeds  the  hungers  of  the  heart.    It  is 
only  in  His  presence  that  we  know  who  we  are  and  what  we 
are  about.    We  need  to  touch  base  with  God  at  the  start  of 
every  day.     "Early  in  the  morning  our  song  shall  rise  to 
thee."    Before  we  enter  the  subway  rush,  or  face  the  often 
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drab  routine  of  housework.    Before  people  with  their  vary- 
ing needs  and  idiosyncracies  press  in  upon  us.    Before  we 
ever  read  the  jarring  headlines  of  the  day  updating  man's  in- 
humanity to  man.    Is  it  too  much  to  expect  that  somewhere 
within  our  apartments ,  our  offices ,  our  shops,  a  place 
couid  be  set  apart  as  a  place  where  one  could  meditate  on 
God  and  collect  himself  in  the  presence  of  the  eternal,  in 
order  to  be  able  to  furnish  the  world  a  more  durable  life  for 
that  day  and  days  to  come? 

Ecoiogists  speak  of  non-renewable  resources.    A 
non-renewable  resource  is  one  that  once  used  or  misused 
can  never  be  renewed.    Coal  and  oil  are  prime  examples . 
Our  souls  are  renewable  resources.    God  has  provided  ways 
by  which  the  soul  can  be  re-established  and  confirmed  in 
His  presence.    Often  we  say  we  have  no  time.    But  Dag 
Hammerskjold's  words  are  directly  on  the  mark:    "That 
God  should  have  time  for  you,  you  seem  to  take  as  much 
for  granted  as  that  you  cannot  have  time  for  him."  1 

Ralph  Cushman  was  not  giving  us  great  poetry ,  but 
he  was  sharing  an  honest  authentic  insight  when  he  wrote: 

"I  met  God  in  the  morning 

When  the  day  was  at  its  best 

And  His  presence  came  like  glory 

Of  the  sunrise  in  my  breast. 

All  day  long  the  Presence  lingered, 

All  day  long  He  stayed  with  me, 

And  we  sailed  in  perfect  calmness 
O'er  a  very  troubled  sea. 

Other  ships  were  blown  and  battered,, 

Other  ships  were  sore  distressed. 

But  the  winds  that  seemed  to  drive  them, 
Brought  to  us  a  peace  and  rest. 

Then  I  thought  of  other  mornings, 

With  a  keen  remorse  of  mind. 

When  I,  too,  had  loosed  the  moorings 
With  the  Presence  left  behind. 
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And  I  think  I  know  the  secret, 

Learned  from  many  a  troubled  way: 

You  must  seek  God  in  the  morning 

If  you  want  Him  through  the  day. "  2_ 

"First  Things  First."    This  makes  good  sense.   O  God, 
thou  art  our  God;  early  will  we  seek  thee. 


FOOTNOTES: 

1.  Hammerskjold,  Dag,  Markings,  p.   12, 
Alfred  A.  Knopf,   1965 

2.  Cushman,  Ralphs  from  Springs  in  the  Valley,  by 
Mrs.   Chas.  E.  Cowan,  p.   166,  The  Oriental 
Missionary  Society,   Los  Angeles,   California,   1939 


-  6  - 


A  subscription  to  the  annual  sermon  series, 
SERMONS  FROM  RIVERSIDE,  approximately 
40  in  number,  may  be  made  by  sending  a  check 
for  $5.  00  payable  to  The  Riverside  Church,  to: 

The  Publications  Office 
The  Riverside  Church 
490  Riverside  Drive 
New  York,  N.Y.   10027 


71/1 


